Ethical problems in the medical office.
The majority of health care in this country is provided to patients in the office setting. This study, conducted in an internal medicine office practice, describes the ethical problems encountered in medical offices. Two hundred eighty consecutive patients, a total of 562 office visits, were prospectively evaluated. Ethical problems were defined as being present when specific ethical issues came into conflict with the physician's moral obligation to benefit the patient. The majority of the patients studied were white (214) and were women (212). The mean age of the patients was 49 years, with a range from 17 to 98 years. Ethical problems were present in 84 (30%) of the patients and in 119 (21%) of the office visits. The most common ethical problems for the patients were costs of care (11.1%), psychological factors that influence preferences (9.6%), competence and capacity to choose (7.1%), refusal of treatment (6.4%), informed consent (5.7%), and confidentiality (3.2%). Ethical problems were more common in patients over 60 years of age. This study establishes an educational as well as a research base for a broad study of biomedical ethics that looks beyond the problems encountered in the hospital.